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Cited as an elusive metropolis, the city of Johannesburg largely resists the imagination. 
Following on from Lucy Gasser’s (2014) reading of Ivan Vladislavic’s Portrait with 
Keys this article considers how graffiti and street art offer ways of ‘mapping’ the city. 
Focusing on Nuttall and Mbembe’s distinction between surface and depth I argue, 
through a particular focus on the Westdene Graffiti Project, how street art captures 
some of the tensions in current South Africa and provides new ways of understanding 
Johannesburg by meeting a map’s six key functions: getting to know, re-forming 
boundaries, making exist, reproducing reality, inscribing meaning, and establishing 
patterns of control. The result is a city written from below.  
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Resisting the Imagination 
Achille Mbembe describes Johannesburg as an elusive metropolis with a “mania […] 
for the sensational and the ephemeral” (2008: 39). It is something akin to this 
ephemerality that South African author Ivan Vladislavic conjures in his semi-fictive 
work Portrait with Keys: The City of Johannesburg Unlocked when he declares, “I 
live in a city that resists the imagination. Or have I misunderstood? Is the problem 
that I live in a fiction that unravels even as I grasp it?” (2006: 50). 
 Lucy Gasser recently claimed that Portrait with Keys “attempts an imaginative 
mapping of the city of Johannesburg” (2014: 135). Vladislavic offers 138 chapters, or 
‘keys’, which depict his wanderings across the city as he sketches the contours and 
changes of his home environment. With a list of itineraries featured at the end, 
Vladislavic also provides twenty-nine alternative pathways -- some shorter, some 
longer -- grouped around different themes that allow the reader to experience 
Johannesburg from a multitude of angles. The end result presents an author who, 
though fascinated and determined to persevere, appears almost lost in his subject and 
is unable to fully map the city in the reader’s mind. Vladislavic seeks to understand 
Johannesburg in a number of ways but he can never fully grasp it, the city continually 
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resists him. Johannesburg is an “always-moving space” (Nuttall 2008a: 197); as a 
literary city, a text still “findings its form” (215). 
 Within this attempt to fix in literature Johannesburg’s fluidity there is, 
however, one itinerary that, despite Vladislavic’s claims to the contrary, does 
arguably offer a useful way of understanding and ‘mapping’ Johannesburg. Painted 
Walls is an eleven key route that charts the city’s graffiti and the various ways it has 
been put to use. These include informal signage, motivational messages, decoration, 
and labelling. Together they gesture towards how graffiti and street art can be read as 
a form of imaginative mapping and meet the six key functions Gasser argues are vital 
to the cartographic metaphor: first, to delineate space and construct boundaries; 
second, to impose knowledge and control; third, to make exist and transform space 
into place; fourth, to inscribe meaning; fifth, to (re)produce reality; and, sixth, to offer 
memory and enjoin future remembering of a specific moment. 
It is my contention here that graffiti, in various ways, meets these six 
requirements. Through this discussion I also situate graffiti as an art form that, 
positioned on the boundaries of illegality, has acquired a distinctly South African 
flavour and captures some of the tensions raised by the country’s complex 
contemporary social matrix discussed elsewhere in this issue. In so doing I urge 
graffiti to be a form of writing deserving of critical attention that, shed of some of the 
common preconceptions towards it, provides a means of challenging existing urban 
power structures and social hierarchies. The result suggests an alternate vision of the 
city, a critical version written from below that offers glimpses of a radically different 
future. 
 
Graffiti and The Elusive City 
The practice of graffiti is intensely hierarchical, done without the aid of stencils, and 
aimed at one’s peers: 
 
A tag is the name you have chosen, and although it’s the lowest on the 
ability scale it is still very important. Next comes a throw up; this is two 
letters of the name in two colours, one being the outline and the other 
being the fill in. This is followed by a dub, the full name in two colours. 
Next comes a piece or masterpiece, where your elaborate name is painted 
on top of a background that is sometimes almost equally elaborate. Next 
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wildstyle, a jigsaw puzzle of typography, a form of competitive 
calligraphy where each artist is ‘attacking’ another’s style; it is very 
intricate, and often almost impossible to read. Finally comes a production 
– usually on a bigger scale – and often done by a ‘crew’ (Ellsworth-Jones 
2013: 42-3). 
 
Alternatively, street or stencil art is for many a practice with more aesthetic merit that 
speaks to a wider audience. 
 
[Street art] seems to have been born from a desire for liberation from the 
tight codes of graffiti which had begun to seem dogmatic and restrictive. 
[Artists] started to reject or ignore the ‘rules’. [They] often ‘hacked’ the 
urban environment, doctoring billboards, mimicking civic signage or 
simply making work that responded to its surroundings (JAKe 2012: 7).  
 
Whilst there are clearly tensions between these alternate forms I discuss them 
together, united as forms of urban intervention. Both work to change the city, at least 
temporarily.  
 A definitive historiography of graffiti and street art is impossible to write 
(Ellsworth-Jones 2013: 42). However, a brief attempt is necessary in order to 
illustrate the ‘bending’ of the common western tradition that has taken place within 
South Africa. Graffiti grew out of the hip-hip culture of 1960s New York, where it 
was primarily concentrated in the inner-city and spread outwards in a linear fashion 
along arterial routes. Due to its geographic location it came to be commonly 
associated with urban depravation and the criminal underworld (Ley 1974). However, 
this model does not successfully hold in South Africa. Admittedly, the South African 
graffiti community is in its infancy and there is a large degree of work that would not 
look out of place in Europe or America. But amongst this there is a “small, but 
kicking” (CoeOne 2011: n.pag) amount that promotes a clearly South African style 
and responds to the country’s unique culture and history. 
 The South African graffiti scene, which emerged in the 1980s, cannot be 
straightforwardly traced to that originating from the New York hip-hip scene. Though 
there are links, this more traditional style had to “compete for space with the political 
slogans of anti-apartheid activists [and came to] support many of the values expressed 
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in these slogans” (S. Hill 2015: 266). South African graffiti quickly gained a unique 
resistance form through its own particular engagement with the politics of identity. 
This has continued today and is reflected in the fact that a large proportion of graffiti 
writers “grew up in the comparatively comfortable environment afforded by [the] 
middle-class suburbs” (Klopper 2000: 181). I discovered during my research that half 
of Johannesburg’s most renowned graffiti writers are white males undertaking 
postgraduate study at the University of the Witwatersrand. While social exclusion 
remains one of root causes behind graffiti the world over (Ley 1974) in South Africa 
it has manifest itself through a new demographic. Not the urban poor but those who 
are “no longer able to rely on the idea that the job market privileges white males. 
[Those who are] increasingly sensitive to the marginalization experienced by other 
sectors of the community” (Klopper 2000: 185). 
 This is born out when considering where Johannesburg’s graffiti is located. 
The City	of	Johannesburg	(2012)	suggest	it	is	mostly	confined	to	the	inner	city	‐‐	
in	Johannesburg,	not	home	to	the	city’s	poorest	‐‐	and	the	northern	suburbs.	And	
though	these	claims	are	problematic	if	you	consider	the	absence	of	graffiti	in	
areas	of	Sandton	for	example,	the	City’s	official	line	does	remain	useful.	Firstly,	
Johannesburg’s	inner	city	districts	of	Braamfontein,	Maboneng	and	Newtown	
have,	across	the	last	decade,	undergone	significant	gentrification	and	
increasingly	become	home	to	South	Africa’s	‘Generation	Y’.	This	is	a	middle‐class	
youth	culture	emphasising	a	style	that	is	rooted	in	the	malleable	and	dialogical	
nature	of	a	“transnational	imagination	irreducibly	located	in	the	current	[local]	
landscape”	(Nuttall	2004:	450).	Meanwhile,	the	privatized	northern	suburbs	are	
traditionally	home	to	Johannesburg’s	white	professional	classes	where	class	
differences	are	clearly	marked	(Nuttall	2008a:	208).	Thus,	the	demographic	
geography	suggests	graffiti	is	increasingly	being	associated	not	with	urban	
poverty	but	with	a	generation	of	South	Africans	who	are	relatively	comfortable,	
hopeful	and	energetic.	They	are	beginning	to	ask	why,	looking	critically	at	
society’s	existing	boundaries	and	power	structures	while	having	the	youthful	
exuberance	to	re‐vision	the	future.	
	 But	why	turn	to	graffiti?	The	answer	I	suggest	lies	in	Johannesburg	itself.	
This	is	a	city	where	South	Africa’s	national	narratives	are	more	readily	displaced	
by	competing,	local	concerns	than	elsewhere	in	the	country	(Wright	2016);	a	city	
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of	“messy intersections and overlapping realities” where the historical tensions 
between “ordinary, everyday lives [and] western urban management practices […] 
have brought distant geographical, social and culture worlds into contact (Bremner 
2004: 120). These overlaps and layers thus allow Johannesburg to be seen as a city of 
surfaces and depths. The practice of graffiti writing exploits this construction because 
it adds weight to Nuttall and Mbembe’s (2008) claim that Johannesburg is best 
understood by focusing on the clash between surface and underneath. Indeed,	graffiti	
literally	represents	the	emergence	of	the	below.	Its	legal	status	positions	it	as	the	
visible	underworld,	depth‐as‐surface.	While	Cape	Town	and	Durban	have	by‐
laws	making	all	acts	of	graffiti	a	criminal	offence,	Johannesburg	has	a	more	
nuanced	policy.	Here,	though	strictly	illegal,	graffiti	is	also	admitted	as	a	
“welcome	addition	to	urban	walls”.	There	is	a	Public	Art	Policy	that	is	“not	
against	tasteful	public	art”,	while	the	City	of	Johannesburg	has	even	
commissioned	pieces	in	Pieter	Roos	Park	and	Newtown	(City	2012).	Therefore,	
graffiti	becomes	a	way	of	embodying	these	complex	forces,	simultaneously	
disturbing	and	energising,	visible	and	invisible,	which	make	up	contemporary	
South	Africa	and	are	most	intense	in	Johannesburg.	By	paying	attention	to	its	
form	and	significance,	graffiti	offers	itself	as	a	creative	work	allowing	a	new	way	
of	understanding	and	mapping	the	city;	one	led	from	below.		
	
Boundaries,	Control	and	Graffiti	
The	mapping	of	the	city	typifies	the	state’s	desire	for	control.	For	Gilles	Deleuze	
and	Félix	Guattari,	“the	city	is	a	striated	space	par	excellence”	(2013:	559),	where	
‘striated’	is	understood	as	representing	order	and	efficiency.	It	stands	in	contrast	
to	‘smooth’	space	that	exhibits	perpetual	movement	and	where	there	is	an	
ongoing	process	of	“territorializing	or	de‐territorializing”	(411‐2).	These	two	
continually	transform	each	other	and	Johannesburg’s	elusive	nature	perfectly	
reflects	this	battle	between	ordered	and	disorder.	The	city’s	graffiti	only	adds	to	
this	tension	by	entering	into	continual	dialogue	with	the	state’s	formal	desire	to	
transform	smooth	into	striated	space.	This	dialogue	is	seen	in	individual	acts,	
consider	the	so‐called	outsider	graffiti	that	transforms	a	stop	sign	‐‐	a	prime	
example	of	order	and	control	‐‐	into	a	message	of	personal	up‐lift	(Fig.	1),	or	
through	the	cyclical	battle	of	the	walls	where	pieces	are	removed	by	the	
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authorities	only	for	new	pieces	to	be	inscribed.1	This	represents	the	continual	
flux	between	the	imposition	and	resistance	of	order.	
	
	
																 	 		Fig.	1:	Outsider	graffiti	
	
However,	The	City	of	Johannesburg’s	relaxed	approach	to	street	art	
highlights	how	graffiti	must	be	seen	in	dialogue	with	and	not	necessarily	
contesting	these	processes	or	order	and	striation.	Street	art	can	remain	if	
deemed	tasteful.	When	a	piece	is	accepted,	the	City	implicitly	cedes	temporary	
control	of	that	specific	urban	space	to	that	piece’s	writer	or	crew	and	offers	the	
potential	for	alternative	representations	of	the	present	and	future.	The	initial	
painting	of	a	piece	sees	a	crew	claim	ownership	of	that	wall	and	the	decision	to	
paint	over	or	change	the	design	remains	theirs.	It	is	not	done	by	a	second	crew.	
Consequently,	graffiti	illustrates	the	various	levels	of	control	that	operate	within	
the	city.	These	systems	are	at	times	in	dispute	while	at	others	not.	Indeed,	as	a	
secondary	example,	the	tagging	of	certain	locations	such	as	memorials	or	
cemeteries	is	viewed	with	as	much	distaste	within	the	graffiti	community	as	it	is	
by	the	City.	Therefore,	in	Johannesburg	graffiti	represents	an	“intervention	in	a	
relationship	of	power”	(Peteet	1996:	140).	It	is	not	done	to	dismantle	formal	
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patterns	of	control	but	rather	runs	up	against	them.	There	is	an	interaction	of	
surface	with	depth,	which	allows	an	alternative	means	of	mapping	the	city	led	
from	below.	
	 Likewise	graffiti	opens	dialogue	with	another	key	characteristic	of	the	
map:	boundaries	and	their	construction.	While	boundaries	are	integral	to	the	
form,	after	all	without	walls	there	would	be	no	graffiti,	street	art	allows	them	to	
be	rethought	and	establishes	porosity	within	them.	One	important	boundary	that	
it	renders	porous	is	between	public	and	private	space.	It	relies	on	the	desire	for	
private	space	within	the	city,	shown	through	the	construction	and	ownership	of	
walls,	and	uses	this	to	create	a	public	space	merited	by	the	wall’s	visibility	to	
everyone	(Visconti	2010:	n.pag).	Indeed,	graffiti	allows	both	these	forms	of	space	
to	flow	into	each	other.	
	 Johannesburg’s	processes	of	“citadelization”	(Nuttall	2008:	14)	has	led	to	
a	stress	on	privacy	best	evinced	by	the	emphasis	on	the	car.	For	the	vast	
majority,	the	city’s	public	space	is	navigated	from	within	a	private	vehicle,	often	
locked	and	secure,	which	intentionally	inhibits	interaction	with	the	outside.	
Graffiti,	on	the	other	hand,	offsets	this	trend	because	it	provides	a	reminder	that	
“my	world	is	inside	society,	situated	within	the	community”	(Da	Silva	Iddings	
2011:	15).	It	is	something	seen	at	once	by	the	individual	and	others,	all	of	whom	
elicit	different	meanings.	By	exhibiting	a	polysemic	and,	arguably,	a	subliminal	
quality	that	means	“readers	take	graffiti	home,	to	work,	and	to	social	occasions”	
(Peteet	1996:	150),	graffiti	establishes	a	city	that	restlessly	crosses	boundaries	
between	the	private	and	the	public.		
	
Westdene	Graffiti	Project	
This	tension	between	public	and	private	space	has	found	expression	in	the	
Johannesburg	initiative,	the	Westdene	Graffiti	Project	(WGP),	which	has	begun	to	
alter	physical	and	social	boundaries	in	the	community.2	Starting in July 2015 with 
long-term resident Clint Hill’s idea to ‘art up’ Westdene, a suburb in northern 
Johannesburg, the WGP aims to “brighten up the neighbourhood and take away any 
negative connotations regarding [graffiti]” (C. Hill 2015). Residents donate their 
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public facing walls through the project’s Facebook page where they are then matched 
to local graffiti writers. This initial bidding process, and the relatively free reign 
writers are theoretically given to implement their own designs, sees residents render 
their walls as public, a collective good benefitting the whole community. Yet this 
notion is complicated as residents and WGP organisers retain a continued sense of 
ownership. Hill speaks of the project as “his legacy” (qtd. Smith 2016) while 
homeowners have, in actuality, continued to have input in the piece.3 Clearly then the 
continued influence of personal choice in the initial design constrains the public 
nature of the wall and piece. Joni van der Westhuizen (2016) -- one of the first to 
offer a wall towards the WGP -- concisely relayed this complicated desire to maintain 
ownership yet render public when she opined, “I viewed my wall as something public. 
Living by a school I wanted the design on my wall to impart a social meaning, to be 
enjoyed by my children and those at the school” (Fig. 2). This statement then, and the 
Westdene Project as a whole, provides an acute dramatisation of graffiti’s ability to 
obscure patterns of ownership within the city and render a more fluid, albeit 
sometimes complicated relationship between public and private space. 
 
 
           Fig. 2: Joni van der Westhuizen’s wall. Artwork by Mars 
 
The WGP has continued to break down boundaries in other ways. The project 
was initially met with some scepticism by the Westdene Residents Association and a 
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clear divide between board members emerged on the topic whenever it was discussed. 
Yet, as the project has grown, these doubts have dissipated and Derek Smith, who has 
documented the project, feels its success has only been possible because of the 
complete investment its received from the wider community. Misconceptions towards 
street art have lessened and some of the boundaries separating those within the graffiti 
community and residents have relaxed. Joni speaks of her friendship with Mars, the 
writer who created their piece, and has asked him to consider doing further pieces on 
her property. Furthermore, she speaks with pride about a newly married couple who 
stopped for wedding photos in front of her wall. Indeed, during my research it was 
noticeable how many people interacted with the different artworks. Passers-by would 
comment and pause to take photographs, others sometimes posing alongside. In one 
instance a group of young men pulled over, emerged from their car and, leaving it 
unlocked, began to take pictures up and down the street for several minutes. In the 
process they symbolically crossed the boundary between private and public space; 
street art altering their usual patterns of navigation through the suburban streets.  
 
Space and Place in Johannesburg 
Street art goes some way towards opening up a city’s private spaces. For the past four 
years the City of Gold Festival has been held in Johannesburg. This annual event 
focuses on urban art and attracts artists and visitors from across the world.4 In many 
cases it brings people to areas of Johannesburg that they otherwise would not consider 
a viable destination. The festival’s organisers describe how “the individual events and 
mural projects will attempt to activate and enhance sites in the Johannesburg CBD 
that are often feared or forgotten by the city’s inhabitants” (City of Gold). 
Interestingly, not only does the event break the informal patterns of segregation that 
continue to structure the city, but also hopes to improve the district. Thus, this 
provides an example of how street art is used as means of transforming space -- 
something inchoate and anonymous -- into place -- that where behaviours and 
emotions are present and lead to a sense of belonging and meaning (Visconti 2010: 
n.pag). 
 This festival and others like it have played intrinsic parts in Newton’s recent 
regeneration. A decade earlier this inner city district -- with the exception of the ever-
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popular Market Theatre -- was derelict, run down, and had a high crime rate that 
dissuaded visitors. Now it stands as a largely clean, inclusive, creative, cultural hub. 
Street art has played a large role in this evolution. While the bordering railway has 
meant graffiti tags have long pervaded the area it is now continually adorned with 
large murals, most famously those on the columns supporting the M1 highway (Fig. 
3). Osmic Menoe, founder of the Back to the City festival that celebrates 
Johannesburg’s hip-hop culture notes: 
 
A lot of value has been added to the Newtown district, as the graffiti 
pillars are now one of the biggest tourist attractions in town. Wedding 
pictures, family portraits, music videos and commercial adverts have used 
them as a backdrop (2014: n.pag). 
 
These examples show how street art plays witness to life’s dramas and celebrations 
and has the capacity to influence emotions. As a positive addition to the cityscape, 
street art can add colour and vibrancy to urban greyscale and has the power to “make 
pedestrians and traffic stop and think for a moment” (Caradoc-Davies 2012: 2). This 
is a view supported by Johannesburg writers including faith47, DALeast, Rasty and 
Freddy Sam. Thus street art transforms urban space into a place where emotions 
belong and thoughts are altered: “I just put thoughts out there for people to ponder 
on” (HacOne 2011: n.pag). 
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                  Fig. 3: Street art in Newtown. The text on the left 
           image reads ‘Holy Smokes’ (Waddacor). 
 
This transformation from space to place is not simply born from the random 
insertion of a street art piece. Rather it rests on interaction. Street art cannot be forced 
into a cold environment and, instead, has to speak to the architecture and urban texts 
of its surroundings (Van den Houten 2014). This is the key for Daisy, a Pretoria based 
graffiti writer who often works in Johannesburg because of the potential offered by 
the city’s existing infrastructure.  
 
As an individual who works in the built environment, structures are 
erected to fill a function, as well as attempting to create a dialogue with 
the current context and be aesthetically pleasing. Urban art does the same 
thing. Its role is equally as legitimate as art made in the studio, and other 
art forms […] Whatever the statement or lack thereof, urban art engages 
with individuals on a platform that most others cannot. An art from the 
elite no longer have possession over (Daisy 2013, n.pag). 
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Though offering an alternative means of creating the city that is led from below, this 
is in dialogue with the official structures offered from above; a city comprised by the 
exchanges between surface and depth.   
Considering how the art form can encourage civic and community 
engagement also supports graffiti’s role in the transformation of urban space. The 
WGP, paralleling observations made of the Brazilian graffiti scene (Da Silva Iddings 
2011), provides possible examples. Though the project has not been running long 
enough to make firm assertions, Smith (2016) has noted the growing sense of 
community and pride that is being displayed by Westdene residents -- even those who 
have not participated directly. Moreover, Joni van der Westhuizen has described how, 
since her wall was finished, she has noticed a reduced amount of illegal dumping 
taking place on the abandoned playing fields near her house. Firm connections are, of 
course, hard to make but tentative ones do make for interesting consideration and 
testify to street art’s possible ability to establish a more cohesive environment. 
Perhaps the WGP’s desire to accept sovereign expression, to provide a means of 
social participation and empowerment, and allow residents to express popular pride in 
their surroundings has altered patterns of behaviour and provided Westdene with a 
more intrinsic sense of belonging.  
Such initiatives require engagement from all sides, from residents and graffiti 
artists. And while the WGP in it success has had this, it is not always so. Kliptown, 
for example, is home to many quality street art pieces yet this has not dramatically led 
to any apparent uplift in the area. This can perhaps be explained by a lack of 
community initiatives fostering a sense of pride or through the fact that street art has 
not been embraced as part of wider processes of gentrification that have arguably 
been present in Westdene and Newtown. Additionally, I would contend a lack of 
emotional attachment is a key factor. Recently, the American photojournalist Martha 
Cooper launched a comparative project ‘Soweto-Sowebo’ that aimed to document the 
hip-hop culture in the Johannesburg suburb and a district in southwest Baltimore, 
USA (Fuentez 2012). As part of this, Johannesburg graffiti artists Falko, Rasty and 
others collaborated on creating new pieces in Soweto. However Mars, another 
involved artist, spoke of a degree of disenchantment with the project by asking, 
“What are we doing? We go in, paint, and come out again” (qtd. Smith 2016).  
 
Mapping Meaning 
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Graffiti is after all an affective process that places physical demands on writer’s 
bodies (Halsey 2006) -- usefully illustrated by Johannesburg’s Optone of the One 
Two Crew who recalled “when a brick column of a derelict building collapsed, almost 
crushing 2kiler” (2013: n.pag) -- and affects behaviour and emotions. Indeed, whether 
through tag or through piece, graffiti artists connect themselves to the wall and to the 
city. They render it not as an anonymous tapestry but a place where people are 
invested.  
This attachment allows graffiti to fulfil another task of the mapping process: 
the inscription of meaning. In the most immediate sense each tag acts as an inscription 
of individuality. Meanwhile most artists would argue that their pieces always make a 
statement, offer personal meaning. Across Johannesburg the most notable illustration 
of this is Falko’s murals, the majority of which includes the incorporation of a 
chicken (Smith 2016). The symbolic meaning of this will be lost on most who pass, 
however the chicken references the song ‘Children’s Story’ by the American rap duo 
Black Star, which has special meaning for Falko. For other artists the possibilities 
graffiti offers to inscribe meaning should not be limited to expressions of the self but 
rather speak more popularly. HacOne, for example, admits: 
 
I have come to the conclusion that graff’ needs to speak to a wider 
audience as opposed to just speaking to a selected few friends […] It’s 
always nice when your work gets respect from other people not because 
it’s colourful but because it means something to them (2011: n.pag). 
 
South Africa has also seen a resurgence in graffiti as a tool of socio-political 
intervention. Though there is not as much as during apartheid, it is becoming 
increasingly possible to encounter work with an explicit political focus. Examples 
include graffiti marking the 2012 Marikana Massacre and the ongoing 
#ZumaMustFall and #FeesMustFall campaigns (Fig. 4; Fig. 5).  
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 Fig. 4: Memorial to Marikana in Johannesburg’s CBD (Waddacor)              
        
     Fig. 5: #ZumaMustFall protest graffiti 
 
Johannesburg’s University of the Witwatersrand has become the focal point of 
South Africa’s student unrest and graffiti and its removal has provided a constant 
backdrop. This culminated in the painting of ‘Fuck White People’ over the entrance to 
the Olive Schreiner Law School (Fig. 6), a graffito in support of a student who was 
due to appear before the Human Rights Commission for earlier wearing a T-shirt with 
the same message. The graffito replicated a previously expressed sentiment in a new 
form and, therefore, acted as a means of reproducing reality. Interestingly, the 
subsequent statement by the University’s Senior Executive Team (2016) issued on the 
subject spoke of how this represented “offensive graffiti stealing from the poor”, the 
removal of which would come “at a huge cost to the University”. The statement 
continued to dwell on the direction of financial aid and, thus, made recourse back to 
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the reasons for the initial #FeesMustFall uprising in September 2015. The response to 
the graffito implicitly linked this action to those preceding it and brought the debate 
back to its origins. Thus it signified the (re)production of a particular socio-political 
situation and provides a further example of how graffiti can map the city. 
       
          Fig. 6: Student graffiti at Wits. 
 
These pieces of socio-political commentary do not only serve to recreate or 
(re)produce reality. They also gesture forwards and propose new, provocative visions 
of the future that are particularly well encapsulated in the examples above. Memorial 
pieces such as that in support of the Marikana victims serve as a permanent reminder 
and enjoin future remembering that perpetually challenges the hegemony. This is 
enhanced by its nature as street art and the possibility of erasure it offers. To remove 
the piece at any time could be construed as an attempt to remove history that would 
only serve to compound the view that the South African state is, literally, attempting 
to cover up the massacre. The piece, therefore, acts as a continual holding to account, 
a reminder that, in order to move forward, the country’s recent troubles must be 
written and confronted rather than repressed. Similarly, graffiti that marks the ‘#’ 
movements is not only a voicing of dissatisfaction but, by daring to challenge current 
reality, offers itself as a spur to reconceptualising the future. Such slogans provide a 
point of mobilisation and a rallying call for those who pass to take action and build a 
new situation. Maps can be interpreted as blueprints for future construction as much 
as sketching the contours of the present and so too graffiti offers itself as a touchstone 
on which memories, hopes and dreams can all be pinned. 
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Transient Memories 
This continual (re)production of socio-political reality coupled with the range of  
individual beliefs and styles that is inscribed onto the city’s walls through graffiti 
supports Michel de Certeau’s famous assertion -- acting as an epigram to 
Vladislavic’s Portrait with Keys -- that “haunted places are the only ones people can 
live in” (1984: 108). Just as events pass, and prevailing assumptions and current 
concerns change so too does the writing on the walls. However, though covered, they 
are not lost. Slogans are rewritten while tags and murals are incorporated into new 
designs and provide the foundations of future works. The painted layers trace the 
evolution of the city’s own narrative, recording a present built on a past that is never 
completely and casting a shadowy outline of futurity. Graffiti, either through personal 
biography or wider socio-political commentary, can simultaneously etch a comment 
on the past, present and future into the cityscape. 
A city’s surface is made from its depths and an analysis of these images 
provides glimpses of a city written from below. This has been a central preoccupation 
of my argument in a paper that has sought to demonstrate how an understanding of 
graffiti and street art allows a cognitive mapping of the city. I have shown how 
Johannesburg’s street art causes a reformulating of physical and social boundaries; 
imposes new patterns of control; changes the prevailing relationship between private 
and public space; inscribes meaning into an anonymous environment; and provides a 
running depiction of socio-political reality that enhances remembering and dreaming. 
In the process I have challenged prevailing assumptions that unite graffiti with 
criminality and cast it as problematic and dangerous. Rather, it is “taken as such 
because [it] interrupts the already named” (Halsey 2010: 295) and offers a new way to 
understand Johannesburg, a way that is both disturbing and energising, a way that 
does not accept existing hierarchies, structures and narratives but enters into dialogue 
with them. To embrace graffiti, like I do here, as a method of socio-urban cartography 
proves Johannesburg as a city with perpetually contested boundaries best accessed at 
the intersection of surface and depth. Vladislavic perhaps too quickly suggested 
Johannesburg was a city that resisted the imagination. Instead an access point was 
required that allowed flexibility and recognised that Johannesburg’s text was still 
finding its form. Graffiti provides this entrance. In graffiti as in Johannesburg “we 
change the scenery ourselves, to suit our moods” (Vladislavic 2006: cover blurb). 
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Notes 
1 The principle aim of outsider graffiti is not to spread a writer’s tag. Such instances can cause 
tensions in the intensely hierarchical graffiti community between the inner circle of writers 
who have progressed upwards from tagging and those in the outer circle who have not.  
 
2 The WGP is documented here: 
http://www.graffitisouthafrica.com/news/2015/09/23/westdene-graffiti-project/ 
 
3 One family asked that no eyes should feature in the design for religious reasons. Other 
exclusions have included obscenities, skulls and lettering.  
 
4 City of Gold 2015 was ‘headlined’ by the Cape Town graffiti artist Falko and the Australian 
Adnate. Artists from Spain, Germany and the United Kingdom also attended. 
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